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EPA Listening Session on Sustainable Products 
September 24, 2010 -- 8:30 AM - 5:00 PM 

U.S. EPA, Potomac Yard, Conference Center 
2777 Crystal Drive, Arlington, VA 22202  

 

Meeting Objective: 

To solicit input from stakeholders to help EPA better define its role in the green or sustainable products 
movement. 

Agenda: 

 Welcome and introductions – Jim Jones, Deputy Assistant Administrator, Office of Chemical Safety 
and Pollution Prevention  

 Plenary Session – Facilitated by Bob Kwartin, ICF Consulting 

What do you see as the major policy and research challenges, opportunities and trends impacting the 
development, manufacture, designation, and use of more sustainable products? 

 Summary of key points from plenary and introduce structure of break-out sessions   

 Breakout Session I – Under what circumstances and to what degree might EPA have a role(s) in 
addressing challenges and opportunities: 

1. Establishing the scientific foundation for eco-labels and standards? 
2. Assembling information and databases? 
3. Identifying sustainability “hotspots” and setting product sustainability priorities? 
4. Evaluating the multiple impacts of products across their entire life cycle? 
5. Defining criteria for more sustainable products? 

 

 Breakout Session II – Under what circumstances and to what degree might EPA have a role(s) in 
addressing challenges and opportunities: 

6. Generating an eco-label(s)? 
7. Verifying that products meet standards? 
8. Stimulating the market? 
9. Developing end-of-life management systems (reuse, recycling, etc.)? 
10. Measuring results, evaluating programs? 

 

              Attendee List 
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Summary of Welcome and Introductions  

The U.S. EPA held a listening session on sustainable products on September 24, 2010 at 
the U.S. EPA Potomac Yard conference center in Arlington, Virginia. The primary meeting 
objective was to solicit input from stakeholders to help EPA better define its role in the green 
or sustainable products movement.  

Jim Jones, Deputy Assistant Administrator, Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution 
Prevention, provided the welcome and introductions for the listening session. Jones 
provided the meeting context, identified the major questions being asked, provided a 
glimpse of the current role the EPA is playing, and encouraged open discussion amongst 
stakeholders. The green market is blossoming and the EPA wants to be more involved; 
however, decisions need to be made with regards to what role the EPA will actually play. 
Currently, the EPA occupies some space in the green market, for example, with the 
WaterSense program and by providing technical support for standard setting organizations. 
The current role of the EPA is limited and with an expanding marketplace the potential for 
reinventing this role is huge. The EPA thinks that the environmental protection potential for 
green products is extraordinary; however, it needs to be done properly. Some of the 
questions that Jones charged the participants include: 

• The green market is blossoming and EPA wants to be a part of this. How can the 
EPA do this and where does it fit into the arena? 

• Should EPA’s role in the green market be as narrow as it is today? Or should it be far 
more comprehensive? 

Jones emphasized the importance of working with colleagues to move forward on the green 
market issue. Once Jones concluded his session, Bob Kwartin, Facilitator, ICF Consulting, 
opened the plenary session. 

Plenary Session 

Meeting participants in the plenary were charged with the question: What do you see as the 
major policy and research challenges, opportunities, and trends impacting the development, 
manufacture, designation, and use of more sustainable products? Responses to this 
question varied and many different ideas were brought forward. The major areas of focus for 
discussion were marketplace considerations, standards and definitions, green-washing, data 
availability, and research.  
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SUMMARY OF PLENARY SESSION COMMENTS 

These comments were presented to EPA in the plenary session and do not represent EPA 
views or policy. 

Marketplace Considerations 

The role of the EPA in the marketplace was debated and various viewpoints were provided 
by participants. There were several individuals who stated the importance of EPA not-
disturbing the marketplace. The justification for this was that disturbance in the marketplace 
can hinder innovation, reduce competition, lead to a lack of transparency, and impede 
decision making. Also, it was cautioned that disruption to the marketplace does lead to 
unanticipated consequences and a one-size-fits-all approach cannot be applied. On the 
other hand there were individuals who felt that EPA does have a role in the marketplace. 
The roles that were suggested include driving the market towards sustainable products, 
encouraging innovative products, and incentivizing the purchase of these products. 
Justifications for EPA interfering in the marketplace were to encourage better practices, the 
development of new products, the reduction of non-sustainable product availability, 
considerations for future generations, and because EPA has the power and regulatory 
capacity to influence the marketplace. The EPA needs to consider whether or not it should 
have a role in the marketplace and what its role should be.  

The importance of the international marketplace was brought up several times. It was 
recommended that the United States determine what role it wants to play in the international 
arena regarding green product development and exports.  It was also suggested that as the 
EPA determines its role, consideration be given to cross-sector harmonization and cross-
country coordination of policies.   The United States trails other nations in innovations in 
sustainability.  U.S. policy should consider lessons learned from other nations to improve our 
competitiveness in the area of sustainable products.  Utilization of the ISO is one tool the 
EPA has when considering green products and the international marketplace; it was 
recommended that U.S. policy be consistent with the ISO given that good work has been 
done in this area internationally. The EPA can also collaborate with the Commerce 
Department to determine methods for increasing exports of green and sustainable products.   

Standards and Definitions 

The development of clear definitions and establishment of standards was one of the charges 
given to the EPA by meeting participants. The definitions sought include sustainable and 
green. The process of developing clear definitions for these terms is difficult because it is 
necessary to develop definitions that go across the spectrum of products. Without clear 
definitions it is difficult to develop standards. There are current standards of varying quality 
that need improvement. EPA can be instrumental in developing consistent standards that 
follow clear definitions. Research into what standards exist today and which ones can be 
utilized in the future would be beneficial for the EPA in determining its role. Holistic lifecycle 



4 

assessments were suggested as one method to establish clear standards. Once standards 
and definitions are set, consumer confusion regarding green and sustainable products is 
likely to go down.  

There was considerable support for the use of standards. However, it was expressed that 
reliance on standards could be dangerous in the future. Green should not be an endpoint 
and we need to use the term greener. Standards are a freezing point and could freeze the 
marketplace which would reduce innovation and the creation of better practices in the future.  
Also, it was mentioned that once the government attaches itself to a rating system or label 
based on standards, consumers rely upon it. Rather than endorsing certain standards, it was 
suggested that the EPA provide information on the different criteria and standards 
associated with labels to increase consumer understanding of available products, and that 
the EPA consider developing principle-based guidelines on how to assess the sustainability 
of a product. This allows for consumers to make choices based on more personal priorities.  
It was also suggested that EPA decide what actions to encourage through its regulations – 
whether the Agency wants to eliminate or reduce worst practices, or whether the Agency 
wants to encourage best practices. 

Greenwashing  

Greenwashing is one of the major challenges that the EPA faces as it considers sustainable 
products. One of the causes of greenwashing is the lack of clear standards based on 
definitions for green and sustainable. This allows the overselling of products under false 
pretenses as green. Response to this problem has been slow. EPA can use its regulatory 
capacity to eliminate greenwashing and establish a competitive playing field for truly 
sustainable products. This calls for the need for transparency. Use of science data and its 
availability was mentioned as one avenue to reduce the impact of greenwashing.     

There is significant consumer confusion and distrust of products claiming to be green, which 
is largely in response to greenwashing. Many consumers are trying to buy greener products; 
however, it is a challenge to determine which products are actually green. Currently, there is 
not a consistent message about what is green between different agencies like the EPA and 
United States Department of Agriculture. EPA needs to develop a consistent message which 
will help empower consumers to make good decisions based on science and standards. In 
the development of this message, it is imperative that the EPA considers its audience. 
Language needs to be accessible and education levels needs to be considered when 
developing communication strategies. This may be through the use of flyers, public service 
announcements, advertisements etc. Adequate information dissemination would aid in 
eliminating greenwashing and increasing consumer motivation to purchase sustainable 
products. In addition, driving the demand side would encourage business to change. 
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Data Availability 

The availability of data in a variety of different capacities was discussed in the plenary 
session. Data is instrumental in the development of standards, identification of best 
practices, education of consumers etc. EPA currently collects a lot of data and this can feed 
standard development to reduce green washing. However, these data need to be packaged 
in a useable way. One method for doing so would be the creation of a robust database that 
can be used to develop national priorities in the green marketplace. An example of a 
suggested database was of health and environmental impacts of current products on the 
market. The establishment of a list-serve among various partners to facilitate the sharing of 
information was also discussed. This would improve data accessibility amongst various 
partners. It was cautioned that the data are complex and have inherent uncertainties that 
need to be considered during use.  

Research 

Research into green products and sustainability is instrumental in the future of the green 
product marketplace. Science is critical in developing innovative green products and 
sustainable policies. It is important that EPA understand current science revolving around 
the green marketplace so it can better understand the role that it should play. In addition, 
EPA can support various partners and put money into grant programs to encourage 
research and development. The EPA can also play a role in helping partners to understand 
the science behind current sustainability and green product research. EPA has the tools and 
resources to bridge qualitative and quantitative measures to come up with priorities. There is 
a need for more trained professionals in the sustainability field, and the government should 
support academic institutions through grants and other mechanisms. 
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SUMMARY OF BREAKOUT DISCUSSIONS 

1) Scientific foundation for eco-labels: 
 

Common themes 

• Eco-labels should have a strong scientific foundation and EPA should support 
research in this area, e.g. life cycle assessment and risk assessment methodologies. 

• EPA should establish basic definitions, principles and criteria to guide the 
development of eco-labels. 

• Input from a broad spectrum of stakeholders is important and EPA can play a role as 
convener/facilitator for addressing science issues. 

• Learn from existing programs such as DfE and EPEAT. 
 

Other comments 

• Understanding supply chain impacts is important. 
 

2) Database development: 
 
Common themes 

• EPA should serve as a clearinghouse for scientific data and ecolabel information. 
• EPA should consider a role in maintenance of the national LCI database, currently 

maintained by DOE-NREL. 
• Transparency and access to information for a variety of audiences is important. 
• EPA has a role in meeting the information needs of small and medium-size 

businesses and the public. 
• Protection of confidential information is important. 
• Ingredient disclosure is important. 

 

3) Hotspots in product sustainability: 
 
Common themes 

• Hotspot analysis should have a strong scientific basis. 
• All stakeholders should be involved. 
• Need category rules or some other mechanism to determine which impacts/indicators 

are most important for a given product category. 
• Decisions should be based on return on investment, i.e. greatest environmental 

benefit for least cost. 
 

Other comments 

• Quantity of product (total market for product) is an important factor in setting priorities. 
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• Use market research to assess impacts and incentives. 
• Use LCA and other technical tools. 
• Should analysis be based on minimum standards or higher mandatory standards? 

 

4) Evaluating multiple impacts of products across the life cycle: 
 
Common themes 

• EPA should provide guidance on LCA because of the differing methods and datasets 
currently in use. 

• Multi-stakeholder involvement is important. 
• International coordination on principles is important. 

 

Other comments 

• The Green Screen is a good tool. 
• A macro-level perspective is important. 

 

5) Define criteria for more sustainable products: 
 
Common themes 

• EPA should play a role in establishing basic principles. 
• The largest impacts should drive the criteria. 
• Multi-stakeholder involvement is important. 
• Compatibility with international programs and standards, e.g. ISO life cycle standards, 

is important. 
• Consumer education on key issues, e.g. carbon footprint of products, impacts during 

product use, is important. 
 

Other comments 

• Broader sectors, e.g. energy, transportation, are important as well as products. 
 

6) Generating eco-labels: 
 
Common themes 

• There was a clear difference of opinion regarding EPA’s role in eco-labeling, with 
some participants feeling that EPA should only be involved in developing guiding 
principles, while others felt that EPA should be actively involved in the development of 
labels and underlying standards, including “owning” the label in certain 
circumstances. 
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• The scientific basis and standards behind the label are crucial to its credibility. 
• EPA should strengthen successful labels, such as DfE. 

 

Other comments 

• Information disclosure is important. 
• Coordination with international programs and policies is important, e.g. EU Integrated 

Product Policy, ISO life cycle standards. 
• Is important to distinguish between eco-labels and regulatory requirements. 
• The nutrition label on food products has not been an effective approach for reaching 

consumers. 
 

7) Verifying that products meet standards: 
 
Common themes 
 

• Rely on the existing infrastructure for verification, e.g. existing certification bodies and 
established procedures. 

• Cost and time considerations are important. 
• EPA should provide technical support to verification activities. 

 

Other comments 

• EPA should not have a role in verification. 
 

8) Stimulating the market: 
 
Common themes 

• EPA should help to educate consumers. 
• EPA should provide chemical information to small and medium-size businesses. 
• Federal agencies and other institutional purchasers can serve as drivers. 
• Tiered standards can be an effective incentive. 
• There was some concern that an EPA role in stimulating the market could result in 

negative impacts for some businesses. 
 

Other comments 

• Training for designers is important. 
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9) Developing end-of-life management systems: 
 
Common themes 

• EPA should provide guidance to state and local government on recycling and waste 
management practices. 

• End-of-life approaches should have a scientific basis. 
• A more holistic view is needed:  end-of-life should be considered within the context of 

the entire product life cycle. 
 

Other comments 

• Focus on reducing virgin materials production because impacts of virgin material 
production are usually greater than disposal impacts. 

• Manufacturer take-back programs can be inefficient. 
 

10) Measuring results: 
 
Common themes 

• Learn from existing programs, e.g. Energy Star. 
• EPA should develop measurement tools. 
• Educate consumers on impact measures. 
• Data disclosure is important. 

 

Other comments 

• EPA can provide valuable macro-level measures, such as national figures for solid 
waste and greenhouse gas emissions. 

• EPA should not measure private sector performance. 
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OVERARCHING COMMENTS 

• EPA should play a lead role in supporting the scientific foundation of sustainable 
product efforts. 

• EPA should serve as a focal point for technical information on sustainable products. 
• There is a need for basic definitions and guiding principles for sustainable products, 

and EPA should be involved in their development. 
• Broad stakeholder involvement, including international considerations, is important in 

all aspects of sustainable products work. 
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EPA Listening Session on Sustainable Products 
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